The trajectory of psychological impact in BRCA1/2 genetic testing: does time heal?
Most research on adjustment of women undergoing genetic testing for breast cancer susceptibility has not followed women for more than 6 months after result receipt and has not evaluated curvilinear patterns in general and cancer-specific adjustment. This study's primary goal was to examine the trajectory of psychological status in women at risk for breast and ovarian cancer prior to undergoing genetic testing through 1 year after BRCA1/2 result receipt. Women in the UCLA Familial Cancer Registry completed questionnaires assessing psychological status (i.e., depressive symptoms, negative and positive mood, anxiety, and cancer-related distress) prior to testing and at 1, 6, and 12 months after result receipt. Of 155 women tested, 117 were BRCA1/2- (96 uninformative negative and 21 true negative) and 38 were BRCA1/2+. Linear mixed model analyses revealed a consistent pattern in adjustment indicators, such that the groups did not differ at baseline, but mutation carriers endorsed significantly more depressive symptoms, negative mood, and cancer-specific distress relative to non-mutation carriers at 1 and 6 months after test result receipt (and less positive mood at 6 months only). At 12 months, negative and positive mood returned to baseline levels for mutation carriers, and depressive symptoms approached baseline. At 12 months, the groups differed significantly only on cancer-specific distress, owing to declining distress in non-carriers. Neither having a previous cancer diagnosis nor receiving a true negative versus uninformative negative result predicted reactions to genetic testing. Genetic testing prompted an increase in general and cancer-specific distress for BRCA1/2+ women, which remitted by 1 year after result receipt.